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Although the Revolutionary Institutional Party's candidate, Carlos Salinas de Gortari, will
undoutedly win the presidency in July, the margin and methods of his victory are unknown. Some
Mexican politicians say this year's election ranks as the most significant and controversial in the
last 50 years. The PRI has won all presidential, gubernatorial and Senate elections since 1929. The
PRI candidate's principal rivals are Manuel Clouthier of the conservative National Action Party
(PAN) and Cuauhtemoc Cardenas of the populist National Democratic Front. Their campaigns
are as energetic as Salinas's despite miniscule budgets, and the absence of a political apparatus as
disciplined and pervasive as the PRI's. Both Clouthier and Cardenas have focused on the country's
economic crisis, arguing that Salinas must bear much of the blame as the architect of many of the
government's current policies. In Mexican political tradition, each PRI presidential candidate should
garner more votes than the outgoing president. Salinas would be expected to receive more than the
16,748,006 votes cast for Miguel de la Madrid in the 1982 election. (Total votes cast in 1982 were 23.6
million.) In order to meet requirements of the "tradition" in the past, the PRI has padded vote totals.
Such practices are no longer taken for granted or considered acceptable by many Mexican voters.
For instance, when widespread fraud occurred during state elections in Chihuahua in 1986, protests
erupted throughout northern Mexico. A coalition of intellectuals initiated a campaign in defense
of democracy, a considerable embarrassment to the PRI both in Mexico and abroad. Salinas faces
a dilemma. If he receives "too few" votes, he will be perceived as weak and unpopular at a time
when he must contend with the country's worst economic crisis in about five decades. In contrast, if
he obtains the usual PRI "landslide" victory tally, the election will be perceived as fraudulent, and
subject to organized challenge. PAN officials have already promised extensive civil disobedience
in the event of fraud. Cardenas is running as the candidate of the Authentic Party of the Mexican
Revolution and several other small, nationalist groups on the left. He is especially problematic to
PRI veteran politicians and bureaucrats because until recently he was one of them. Among other
things, he is demanding that the government suspend payment of Mexico's $105 billion foreign
debt and is accusing the de la Madrid administration of "deviation" from its commitment to social
justice and economic equality. This candidate's charges are not ignored in Mexico. He is the son of
Gen. Lazaro Cardenas, a founder of the PRI and probably the most revered of all modern Mexican
presidents. During his 1934-40 term, Cardenas nationalized foreign oil companies and carried out
agrarian reform, making him a national hero for many Mexicans. Cardenas, named after the Aztec
emperor vanquished by Cortes, presents himself to Mexicans as a man struggling to assure that
Mexico continues to follow his father's principles. Cardenas and advisers are hoping that both
emotional associations and ideas will carry them to victory, or at least permit them to replace PAN
as the country's second political force. Clouthier, millionaire and powerful orator, speaks for free
enterprise traditional Roman Catholic values. According to a rival cited by the New York Times, he
is "a personage straight out of Balzac, a kind of Mexican Pere Goriot." [In 1982, the PAN candidate
won 16% of the vote.] Like Cardenas, Clouthier has accused the PRI of intimidating owners of media
organizations, limiting opposition access to newspapers and radio stations. The PAN candidate
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says the PRI has also threatened owners of meeting halls who allow him to use their buildings and
has turned off electricity at his rallies. Despite ideological differences, Cardenas and Clouthier
are currently discussing cooperation in placing opposition judges at the country's 50,000 polling
places on election day. They are also trying to reduce Mexico's traditionally high and rising rate
of abstention by cooperating in a national non-partisan coalition called the Assembly for Effective
Suffrage. About 38 million have registered for the elections, although only 24 million are expected to
vote. (Basic data from New York Times, 03/14/88)
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